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Opening Prayer – A Prayer for Life
From USCCB

Father and maker of all, you adorn all creation with 
splendor and beauty, and fashion human lives in 
your image and likeness.

Awaken in every heart reverence for the work of 
your hands, and renew among your people a 
readiness to nurture and sustain your precious gift 
of life.

Grant this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, 
who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the 
Holy Spirit, God forever and ever. Amen.



Large Group Discussion

• What is your experience of praying 

with sacred art or icons?

• How have you been affected by seeing 

beauty (whether in art, nature, or 

elsewhere)?



Images, Beauty, & Contemplation
By Josef Pieper

"The ultimate fulfillment, the 
absolute meaningful activity, 
the most perfect expression of 
being alive, the deepest 
satisfaction, and the fullest 
achievement of human 
existence must needs happen 
in an instance of beholding.  A 
particularly venerable form, 
particularly neglected as well, 
is religious meditation, the 
contemplative immersion of 
the self into the divine 
mysteries."



The ‘Vocation’ of Sacred Art

“Sacred art is true and beautiful when its form 
corresponds to its particular vocation: evoking and 
glorifying, in faith and adoration, the transcendent 
mystery of God—the surpassing invisible beauty of 
truth and love visible in Christ, who "reflects the glory 
of God and bears the very stamp of his nature," in 
whom "the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily." This 
spiritual beauty of God is reflected in the most holy 
Virgin Mother of God, the angels, and saints. Genuine 
sacred art draws man to adoration, to prayer, and to 
the love of God, Creator and Savior, the Holy One and 
Sanctifier.”

CCC #2502



Lectio Divina & Its 
Complement, Visio Divina

• Visio Divina invites us to see at 
a more contemplative pace.

• It invites us to see all there is to 
see, exploring the entirety of 
the image.

• It invites us to see deeply, 
beyond first and second 
impressions, below initial ideas, 
judgments, or understandings.

• It invites us to be seen, 
addressed, surprised, and 
transformed by God who is 
never limited or tied to any 
image, but speaks through 
them.



Visio & Lectio Divina

• KEY STEPS:  

• Lectio/Visio/Both

• Meditatio

• Oratio

• Contemplatio

• This practice yields joy, 

insight, and spiritual 

growth.



Visio & Lectio Divina
1. Read the text (in this case art) slowly, taking a first glance 

noting the colors, people, places and things. Remain 
with the image for one to two minutes. If you would like, 
jot down a few words about the image.

2. Take a second, deeper, look. Where is there movement? 
What relationships do you see? Engage your 
imagination. Where are you in the artwork? What do 
you see from that perspective? What deeper meaning 
emerges?

3. Respond to the image with prayer. Did the image remind 
you of an experience, person or issue for which you’d 
like to offer thanksgiving or intercession? Offer that 
prayer to God.

4. Rest in this quiet. Let God speak to you (often in ways 
beyond mere words.)



Visio & Lectio Divina (from Christian Brune)
• VISIO:  Here are some things you might look for in the artwork you have chosen: What 

is the initial impression? Where is the viewer in relation to the action? What people 
and things are included? Where are the elements placed in relation to each other, i.e. 
the composition? What is your own recollection of the scene being depicted? If you 
are looking at a painting of the Annunciation, you will pretty much know what should 
be included and can look for how the artist has depicted them. Again, be aware that 
this is a slow process, especially for people who are used to looking at pictures that 
move.

• MEDITATIO:  St. Francis of Assisi and St. Ignatius of Loyola recommend a form of 
meditation wherein the person praying imagines him or herself immersed in the scene: 
How does the overall impression make you feel? What are your senses (sight, hearing, 
smell) telling you? Do this with the artwork you are spending time with. Let it open up 
insights you might never have developed without this type of leisurely and careful 
study.

• ORATIO:  Let your prayer be guided by your experience with the work. You may find 
yourself moved by something you noticed in the piece that opens up an entirely new 
line of dialogue with God. Or it may intensify something you have been talking over 
with the Creator over many years. Good!

• CONTEMPLATIO:  Now might be the time to close your eyes, or just gaze on the work 
without words. Take what you need from the work: Consolation? Joy? Clarity? There is 
a three-way dialogue here between you the work and the Lord.



This is not meant to 
just be looking at 
pictures – no more 
than doing lectio 
divina with Scripture 
is meant to be just 
reading a book.



Henri J.M. Nouwen
In Behold the Beauty of the Lord:  Praying with Icons

“During a hard period of my life in which verbal prayer had 

become nearly impossible and during which mental and 

emotional fatigue had made me the easy victim of feelings of 

despair and fear, a long and quiet presence to this icon 

[Rublev’s Trinity] became the beginning of my healing.  As I sat 

for long hours in front of Rublev’s Trinity, I noticed how 

gradually my gaze became a prayer.  This silent prayer slowly 

made my inner restlessness melt away and lifted me up into 

the circle of love, a circle that could not be broken by the 

powers of the world.  Even as I moved away from the icon and 

became involved in the many tasks of everyday life, I felt as if I 

did not have to leave the holy place I had found and could 

dwell there whatever I did or wherever I went.”



Some General Reflections on 
the Use of Icons in Prayer

• Physical dimension of spiritual life – not just staying in our 
head when we pray

• Icons as “bridges to Christ” and “links to the saints”

• Faces of the poor (and other people we encounter) are also 
icons through which we really see the face of Christ

• An icon is a prototype of the person represented; it is not 
meant to be a photographic reproduction because who 
he/she is surpasses what a single picture can depict.

• “An icon is a window into heaven through which we see not 
just the physical representation of a person, but the 
spiritual reality of the one depicted.” (Br. James Koester, 
SSJE)

• Icons give a visual medium to meditating on while 
conversing with God.  (NOTE:  They are meant to be tools 
for prayer, not things to replace prayer.)



Some General Reflections on 
the Use of Icons in Prayer

• Use of a lamp or candle near the icon – flame as 
metaphor for prayer

• Viewing the icon via candlelight is the ideal 
illumination – it forces us to look closely, paying 
attention to detail, and noticing the interplay of 
light and shadow.

• Use of candles and incense also engages all the 
senses and enhances the atmosphere of prayer.  As 
body-soul composites, these physical things aid our 
encounter with spiritual realities.



Icon as “Portal”

• “An icon is a portal.  You do not pray ‘to’ 

an icon. You pray ‘in the presence of’ one. 

The light of divine grace is said to come 

through the icon as it does through the 

stained glass windows of the West.”

(Dennis Sardella, a Melkite Catholic)



Praying with All Our 
Senses

“To use an icon in your prayer life isn’t 
simply to use a picture as a focus; that 
would be called art appreciation! To 
use icons in your prayer life is to open 
yourself to varied and various access 
points to God—using not only your 
mind but all of your senses, 
recognizing that the icon can be as 
valid a medium of revelation as the 
printed word… and often a more 
powerful one.”

(Jeannette de Beauvoir from 
the Daughters of St. Paul)



Meaning in Details
• Every part of the icon — colors, figures, 

clothing, hand gestures, objects, and lettering 

— has a specific meaning.  Therefore, we must 

take time to pay attention to these details and 

to reflect on their possible meaning.

• Outside of the time of prayer, it is also 

beneficial to do academic study to know what 

these things mean – just like academic study 

of Scripture can aid us later when we use 

them as part of our prayer.

• “Christian iconography expresses in images 

the same Gospel message that Scripture 

communicates by words. Image and word 

illuminate each other” (CCC 1160).



Realism & Stillness –
Varying Tools for Prayer

Icons aim for silence and 

stillness instead of use of natural 

light, three dimensional 

drawing, and vividness – but 

both can aid us in our prayer if 

used correctly because we 

benefit from all these different 

elements.



Creating an Icon
“The process of creating an icon is regarded 
every bit as sacred as is the completed 
object. It involves elaborate rituals of 
purification and prayer on the part of the 
iconographer. Iconographers humble 
themselves in meditation, self-abnegation, 
and prayer. Materials are prescribed 
(pigments can only be drawn from minerals, 
for instance). When, after many layers of egg 
tempura and gold leaf later, the icon is 
finished and consecrated, it is ready to 
become a vehicle, a gateway into 
communion with the divine presence.”

Crux – Article by Kathleen Hirsch
March 12, 2015



Making of an Icon

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/religionandethics/2004/04/09/april-9-2004-writing-icons/15802/


Concrete Advice for Praying with Icons 
from Aleteia.org

• When looking at the icon, remain silent and still and 
recognize where your eye is drawn. What effect does the 
color have on you? What feelings does the icon stir up?

• Notice the eyes of the individual in the icon. Often the 
eyes are looking back at us. Let the eyes of Jesus, Mary, or 
one of the saints penetrate your soul. What are they 
trying to tell you?

• Take as much time as you need with the icon. At first, try 
spending 10 or 15 minutes with the icon. This type of 
prayer requires a contemplative heart, one that slows 
down, taking a break from the fast-paced society that we 
live in.

• After sufficient time has passed, thank God for the 
opportunity to be with him and store the icon in a 
suitable place.



Prayer – Being & Receiving

“To pray with an icon is to understand that prayer 

has less to do with our intellect than it has to do 

with our heart, less to do with talking than it has to 

do with listening, less to do with doing than it has 

to do with being. For an eastern Christian, prayer 

isn’t something we do, but rather something that 

we receive. Prayer involves waiting, listening 

instead of speaking.”

(Jeannette de Beauvoir 

from the Daughters of St. Paul)



Icons and the 
Gaze of Love

“Because icons make present 

that which they represent, 

the way we use them in 

prayer is significant. Icons 

are meant to be gazed upon 

as you would gaze upon one 

whom you love: with 

openness, expectation, 

affection and anticipation.”

Br. James Koester, SSJE



A Prayerful Gaze
By Br. James Koester, SSJE

• Simply gaze at the icon in a spirit of openness allowing the 
icon to gaze back at you.

• Gaze in expectation and anticipation knowing that God has 
something to say to you through this icon today.

• Gaze at this icon, allowing your affections to be kindled.

• What do you see? What do you notice? What stands out 
to you?

• What questions arise as you gaze at this icon?

• How do you feel? Don’t try to figure things out.

• Simply gaze at love and allow love to gaze back at you.



Creating an Icon Corner in 
Your Home

• “An icon that isn’t being used in prayer is like 

a musical instrument not being played or a 

cookbook that never gives birth to a meal.” 

(Jim Forest, a lay Orthodox theologian)

• “Your icons don’t have to be suitable for a 

fine art book. It’s the faith of the praying 

person that matters most—a lesson I learned 

from Dorothy Day.” (also from Jim Forest)



Iconostasis & Eastern Rite Liturgy
A Visual “Communion of Saints”



A Sample Prayer 
with an Icon
From Jeannette de Beauvoir



Choosing the Right Image & 
Veneration of the Image
By David Clayton

• If you are praying to the Virgin Mary, look at 
the image of her and treat the image as you 
would her, with the greatest respect.

• We can kiss or bow to image on the 
understanding that we are offering that 
respect, appropriately, not to the image in 
isolation, but rather to the one portrayed 
through the image.

• When the right image is placed in such a place 
that, for example, when we wish to pray to the 
Mother of God in the liturgy we do so naturally 
and easily, then very little instruction is needed.



A Picture’s Worth a 
Thousand Words
By David Clayton

• The image becomes associated in 
our minds with all the words of our 
prayers, meditation and inspirational 
thoughts that occur during those 
prayers.

• Each time we see that image, or 
another of the same subject, all 
those memories are re-presented to 
us.

• At a certain point, simply seeing the 
image brings to mind in a single 
moment all that we know about the 
one depicted in the image.



Built of Living Stones
A Document from the USCCB

• “The Church entrusts art with a mediating role, 
analogous, we might say, to the role of the priest or, 
perhaps better, to that of Jacob's ladder descending and 
ascending. Art is meant to bring the divine to the 
human world, to the level of the senses, then, from the 
spiritual insight gained through the senses and the 
stirring of the emotions, to raise the human world to 
God, to his inexpressible kingdom of mystery, beauty, 
and life.”  (#142)

• “Authentic art is integral to the Church at prayer 
because these objects and actions are ‘signs and 
symbols of the supernatural world’ and expressions of 
the divine presence.”  (#146) 



Built of Living Stones:  
Art, Architecture, & Worship
A Document from the USCCB

“Quality art draws the beholder to the Creator, who 
stands behind the artist sharing his own creative 
power, for the "divine Artist passes on to the human 
artist a spark of his own surpassing wisdom.”  (#147)



How Art Trains Us to Pray
By John-Mark Miravalle

• “The plastic arts [visual arts whose 

products, once formed, remain still] make 

it easier to pray — because a regular habit 

of prayer requires sustained 

attention, pursuit of 

insight, and tranquility. And the plastic arts 

train you in all three.”

• It demands a discipline of focus.

• Learning how to move your mind, but not 

your body, over an extended period of time 

is indispensable to the life of prayer.



How Art Trains Us to Pray
By John-Mark Miravalle

• Your mind isn’t moving aimlessly: it’s 

looking for an insight.

• It invites us to notice, to discover. 

Noticing is a moral faculty which 

appreciation of the plastic arts 

increases.

• It relies on and promotes tranquility of 

soul.



Gazing on What’s Been Hidden in Plain Sight
A great place to start is our own church.



Pope Francis’ Prayer for Artists
As quoted by Benedict XVI Institute for Sacred 
Music & Divine Worship

“The arts give expression to the beauty of the faith 
and proclaim the Gospel message of the grandeur 
of God’s creation.

When we admire a work of art or a marvel of 
nature, we discover how everything speaks to us of 
Him and of His love:

That artists of our time, though their creativity, may 
help us discover the beauty of creation.”

Prayer Intention for Artists, August 2017



Links Connected to Praying with Icons

• https://aleteia.org/2018/09/12/how-to-pray-with-icons-a-brief-guide/

• https://www.uscatholic.org/articles/201709/guide-praying-icon-31140

• https://www.amazon.com/Praying-Icons-Jim-Forest/dp/1570757585
(includes links and postal addresses for purchasing icons in the USA)

• https://cruxnow.com/faith/2015/03/praying-with-icons/

• http://www.pauline.org/Pauline-Books-Media-Blog/ArticleID/3336/How-to-
Pray-With-Icons

• https://www.ssje.org/2013/02/26/praying-with-icons-br-james-koester/

• https://www.amazon.com/Behold-Beauty-Lord-Praying-
Icons/dp/1594711364

https://aleteia.org/2018/09/12/how-to-pray-with-icons-a-brief-guide/
https://www.uscatholic.org/articles/201709/guide-praying-icon-31140
https://www.amazon.com/Praying-Icons-Jim-Forest/dp/1570757585
https://cruxnow.com/faith/2015/03/praying-with-icons/
http://www.pauline.org/Pauline-Books-Media-Blog/ArticleID/3336/How-to-Pray-With-Icons
https://www.ssje.org/2013/02/26/praying-with-icons-br-james-koester/
https://www.amazon.com/Behold-Beauty-Lord-Praying-Icons/dp/1594711364


Links Connected to Praying with Sacred Art
• https://www.thewayofbeauty.org/blog/2018/7/how-to-pray-with-sacred-art

• https://www.coraevans.com/blog/article/having-difficulty-in-prayer-try-praying-with-
sacred-art

• http://www.theyoungcatholicwoman.com/archivescollection/2019/1/7/visio-divina-
praying-with-sacred-art

• https://www.patheos.com/resources/additional-resources/2009/07/praying-with-art-visio-
divina

• http://www.seeingtheword.org/

• http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/sacred-art-and-music/sacred-art/index.cfm

• https://nyliturgy.org/wp-content/uploads/BOLS.pdf (Start in paragraph 142)

• https://www.catholicstand.com/art-praying-art/

• https://catholicexchange.com/how-can-sacred-art-help-us-to-pray

• https://catholicphilly.com/2017/04/catholic-spirituality/lectio-divina-art-as-aid-to-worship/

• https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/tag/arts-faith-lent/

https://www.thewayofbeauty.org/blog/2018/7/how-to-pray-with-sacred-art
https://www.coraevans.com/blog/article/having-difficulty-in-prayer-try-praying-with-sacred-art
http://www.theyoungcatholicwoman.com/archivescollection/2019/1/7/visio-divina-praying-with-sacred-art
https://www.patheos.com/resources/additional-resources/2009/07/praying-with-art-visio-divina
http://www.seeingtheword.org/
http://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/sacred-art-and-music/sacred-art/index.cfm
https://nyliturgy.org/wp-content/uploads/BOLS.pdf
https://www.catholicstand.com/art-praying-art/
https://catholicexchange.com/how-can-sacred-art-help-us-to-pray
https://catholicphilly.com/2017/04/catholic-spirituality/lectio-divina-art-as-aid-to-worship/
https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/tag/arts-faith-lent/

